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INTRODUCTION





CHRISTMAS IS the happiest time of the year for all but the most churlish, those who claim they can’t wait for the season to be over because they hate the forced (to them) cheerfulness or the crass commercialism of the whole thing.


These curmudgeons will like this book.


While most of us are busy shopping for gifts for those we love, or decorating a home and putting up a Christmas tree and hanging mistletoe, and generally enjoying the extra warmth of hellos from friends and shopkeepers, these unsympathetic souls will find solace in the fact that crime, violence, and even murder continue to flourish at what should be a time of peace, joy and love.


Mystery fiction set during the Christmas season has been with us for a long time, perhaps because violence seems so out of character, so inappropriate, for this time of year that it takes on extra weight. Think of how often terrible events have been recounted with the sad or angry exclamation, “and at Christmas time!”


Many of the stories in this anthology are not readily available and, in fact, are almost impossible to find anywhere else, so be prepared to be surprised. There is a cliché about anthologies (and clichés become clichés because they are true) that compares them to a good party, where you see old friends and meet new ones.


The range of subjects and styles may be surprising, ranging from truly chilling to heart-warming to hilarious to puzzling. This is no accident, of course, since genuinely talented authors have their own voices and, like snowflakes, no two are alike (though, to be fair, no one has ever proven that this is true of snowflakes, nor are they likely to do so anytime soon).


Christmas has, for good reasons, been a time for a greater amount of reading than most other times of the year. In times long past, when families and friends gathered, entertainment was more limited than it is nowadays. Wealthier families had musical instruments and it was common for young ladies, especially, to enhance their list of accomplishments by playing a pianoforte, harpsichord, or other music-making device. But a group-friendly entertainment that cut across most socio-economic strata was reading aloud from a book, and there was no better time than when the seemingly endless workday was shuttled aside for a while.


Today, books remain one of the most popular gift items at Christmas, so the valued tradition of books and reading remain an integral part of the season. There are tales between these covers that would make especially worthy read-aloud pleasures for groups of neighbors, family and friends to enjoy together. Go ahead, gather everyone near the Christmas tree, hand out some sweets and the appropriate liquid refreshment, find a comfortable chair, and read aloud Stanley Ellin’s “Death on Christmas Eve” or Mary Roberts Rinehart’s “The Butler’s Christmas Eve.” It may not be better than watching A Christmas Carol or It’s a Wonderful Life on television, but it will be the kind of evening that will be talked about with fond memories for years to come.


And, if anyone fails to fully appreciate the joys of this gentle, old-fashioned activity, why, then, you can just beat them to death.


Otto Penzler


Christmas 2024


New York













MYSTERY FOR CHRISTMAS





Anthony Boucher
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As Boucher (rhymes with “voucher”), he served as the long-time mystery reviewer of The New York Times (1951-1968, with eight hundred fifty-two columns to his credit) and Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine (1957-1968). He was one of the founders of the Mystery Writers of America in 1946. The annual World Mystery Convention is familiarly known as the Bouchercon in his honor, and the Anthony Awards are also named for him.


“Murder for Christmas” was originally published in the January 1943 issue of Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine; it was first collected in Exeunt Murderers (Carbondale, Illinois, Southern Illinois University Press, 1983).




Mystery For Christmas


Anthony Boucher


THAT WAS why the Benson jewel robbery was solved—because Aram Melekian was too much for Mr. Quilter’s temper.


His almost invisible eyebrows soared, and the scalp of his close-cropped head twitched angrily. “Damme!” said Mr. Quilter, and in that mild and archaic oath there was more compressed fury than in paragraphs of uncensored profanity. “So you, sir, are the untrammeled creative artist, and I am a drudging, hampering hack!”


Aram Melekian tilted his hat a trifle more jauntily. “That’s the size of it, brother. And if you hamper this untrammeled opus any more, Metropolis Pictures is going to be sueing its youngest genius for breach of contract.”


Mr. Quilter rose to his full lean height. “I’ve seen them come and go,” he announced; “and there hasn’t been a one of them, sir, who failed to learn something from me. What is so creative about pouring out the full vigor of your young life? The creative task is mine, molding that vigor, shaping it to some end.”


“Go play with your blue pencil,” Melekian suggested. “I’ve got a dream coming on.”


“Because I have never produced anything myself, you young men jeer at me. You never see that your successful screen plays are more my effort than your inspiration.” Mr. Quilter’s thin frame was aquiver.


“Then what do you need us for?”


“What—Damme, sir, what indeed? Ha!” said Mr. Quilter loudly. “I’ll show you. I’ll pick the first man off the street that has life and a story in him. What more do you contribute? And through me he’ll turn out a job that will sell. If I do this, sir, then will you consent to the revisions I’ve asked of you?”


“Go lay an egg,” said Aram Melekian. “And I’ve no doubt you will.”


Mr. Quilter stalked out of the studio with high dreams. He saw the horny-handed son of toil out of whom he had coaxed a masterpiece signing a contract with F. X. He saw a discomfited Armenian genius in the background busily devouring his own words. He saw himself freed of his own sense of frustration, proving at last that his was the significant part of writing.


He felt a bumping shock and the squealing of brakes. The next thing he saw was the asphalt paving.


Mr. Quilter rose to his feet undecided whether to curse the driver for knocking him down or bless him for stopping so miraculously short of danger. The young man in the brown suit was so disarmingly concerned that the latter choice was inevitable.


“I’m awfully sorry,” the young man blurted. “Are you hurt? It’s this bad wing of mine, I guess.” His left arm was in a sling.


“Nothing at all, sir. My fault. I was preoccupied …”


They stood awkwardly for a moment, each striving for a phrase that was not mere politeness. Then they both spoke at once.


“You came out of that studio,” the young man said. “Do you” (his tone was awed) “do you work there?”


And Mr. Quilter had spotted a sheaf of eight and a half by eleven paper protruding from the young man’s pocket. “Are you a writer, sir? Is that a manuscript?”


The young man shuffled and came near blushing. “Naw. I’m not a writer. I’m a policeman. But I’m going to be a writer. This is a story I was trying to tell about what happened to me—But are you a writer? In there?”


Mr. Quilter’s eyes were aglow under their invisible brows. “I, sir,” he announced proudly, “am what makes writers tick. Are you interested?”


He was also, he might have added, what makes detectives tick. But he did not know that yet.


The Christmas trees were lighting up in front yards and in windows as Officer Tom Smith turned his rickety Model A onto the side street where Mr. Quilter lived. Hollywood is full of these quiet streets, where ordinary people live and move and have their being, and are happy or unhappy as chance wills, but both in a normal and unspectacular way. This is really Hollywood—the Hollywood that patronizes the twenty-cent fourth-run houses and crowds the stores on the Boulevard on Dollar Day.


To Mr. Quilter, saturated at the studio with the other Hollywood, this was always a relief. Kids were playing ball in the evening sun, radios were tuning in to Amos and Andy, and from the small houses came either the smell of cooking or the clatter of dish-washing.


And the Christmas trees, he knew, had been decorated not for the benefit of the photographers from the fan magazines, but because the children liked them and they looked warm and friendly from the street.


“Gosh, Mr. Quilter,” Tom Smith was saying, “this is sure a swell break for me. You know, I’m a good copper. But to be honest I don’t know as I’m very bright. And that’s why I want to write, because maybe that way I can train myself to be and then I won’t be a plain patrolman all my life. And besides, this writing, it kind of itches-like inside you.”


“Cacoëthes scribendi,” observed Mr. Quilter, not unkindly. “You see, sir, you have hit, in your fumbling way, on one of the classic expressions for your condition.”


“Now that’s what I mean. You know what I mean even when I don’t say it. Between us, Mr. Quilter …”


Mr. Quilter, his long thin legs outdistancing even the policeman’s, led the way into his bungalow and on down the hall to a room which at first glance contained nothing but thousands of books. Mr. Quilter waved at them. “Here, sir, is assembled every helpful fact that mortal need know. But I cannot breathe life into these dry bones. Books are not written from books. But I can provide bones, and correctly articulated, for the life which you, sir—But here is a chair. And a reading lamp. Now, sir, let me hear your story.”


Tom Smith shifted uncomfortably on the chair. “The trouble is,” he confessed, “it hasn’t got an ending.”


Mr. Quilter beamed. “When I have heard it, I shall demonstrate to you, sir, the one ending it inevitably must have.”


“I sure hope you will, because it’s got to have and I promised her it would have and—You know Beverly Benson?”


“Why, yes. I entered the industry at the beginning of talkies. She was still somewhat in evidence. But why …?”


“I was only a kid when she made Sable Sin and Orchids at Breakfast and all the rest, and I thought she was something pretty marvelous. There was a girl in our high school was supposed to look like her, and I used to think, ‘Gee, if I could ever see the real Beverly Benson!’ And last night I did.”


“Mm. And this story, sir, is the result?”


“Yeah. And this too.” He smiled wryly and indicated his wounded arm. “But I better read you the story.” He cleared his throat loudly. “The Red and Green Mystery,” he declaimed. “By Arden Van Arden.”


“A pseudonym, sir?”


“Well, I sort of thought … Tom Smith—that doesn’t sound like a writer.”


“Arden Van Arden, sir, doesn’t sound like anything. But go on.”


And Officer Tom Smith began his narrative:







THE RED AND GREEN MYSTERY



by Arden Van Arden


It was a screwy party for the police to bust in on. Not that it was a raid or anything like that. God knows I’ve run into some bughouse parties that way, but I’m assigned to the jewelry squad now under Lieutenant Michaels, and when this call came in he took three other guys and me and we shot out to the big house in Laurel Canyon.


I wasn’t paying much attention to where we were going and I wouldn’t have known the place anyway, but I knew her, all right. She was standing in the doorway waiting for us. For just a minute it stumped me who she was, but then I knew. It was the eyes mostly. She’d changed a lot since Sable Sin, but you still couldn’t miss the Beverly Benson eyes. The rest of her had got older (not older exactly either—you might maybe say richer) but the eyes were still the same. She had red hair. They didn’t have technicolor when she was in pictures and I hadn’t ever known what color her hair was. It struck me funny seeing her like that—the way I’d been nuts about her when I was a kid and not even knowing what color her hair was.


She had on a funny dress—a little-girl kind of thing with a short skirt with flounces, I guess you call them. It looked familiar, but I couldn’t make it. Not until I saw the mask that was lying in the hall, and then I knew. She was dressed like Minnie Mouse. It turned out later they all were—not like Minnie Mouse, but like all the characters in the cartoons. It was that kind of a party—a Disney Christmas party. There were studio drawings all over the walls, and there were little figures of extinct animals and winged ponies holding the lights on the Christmas tree.


She came right to the point. I could see Michaels liked that; some of these women throw a big act and it’s an hour before you know what’s been stolen. “It’s my emeralds and rubies,” she said. “They’re gone. There are some other pieces missing too, but I don’t so much care about them. The emeralds and the rubies are the important thing. You’ve got to find them.”


“Necklaces?” Michaels asked.


“A necklace.”


“Of emeralds and rubies?” Michaels knows his jewelry. His old man is in the business and tried to bring him up in it, but he joined the force. He knows a thing or two just the same, and his left eyebrow does tricks when he hears or sees something that isn’t kosher. It was doing tricks now.


“I know that may sound strange, Lieutenant, but this is no time for discussing the esthetics of jewelry. It struck me once that it would be exciting to have red and green in one necklace, and I had it made. They’re perfectly cut and matched, and it could never be duplicated.”


Michaels didn’t look happy. “You could drape it on a Christmas tree,” he said. But Beverly Benson’s Christmas tree was a cold white with the little animals holding blue lights.


Those Benson eyes were generally lovely and melting. Now they flashed. “Lieutenant, I summoned you to find my jewelry, not to criticize my taste. If I wanted a cultural opinion, I should hardly consult the police.”


“You could do worse,” Michaels said. “Now tell us all about it.”


She took us into the library. The other men Michaels sent off to guard the exits, even if there wasn’t much chance of the thief still sticking around. The Lieutenant told me once, when we were off duty, “Tom,” he said, “you’re the most useful man in my detail. Some of the others can think, and some of them can act; but there’s not a damned one of them can just stand there and look so much like the Law.” He’s a little guy himself and kind of on the smooth and dapper side; so he keeps me with him to back him up, just standing there.


There wasn’t much to what she told us. Just that she was giving this Disney Christmas party, like I said, and it was going along fine. Then late in the evening, when almost everybody had gone home, they got to talking about jewelry. She didn’t know who started the talk that way, but there they were. And she told them about the emeralds and rubies.


“Then Fig—Philip Newton, you know—the photographer who does all those marvelous sand dunes and magnolia blossoms and things—” (her voice went all sort of tender when she mentioned him, and I could see Michaels taking it all in) “Fig said he didn’t believe it. He felt the same way you do, Lieutenant, and I’m sure I can’t see why. ‘It’s unworthy of you, darling,’ he said. So I laughed and tried to tell him they were really beautiful—for they are, you know—and when he went on scoffing I said, ‘All right, then, I’ll show you.’ So I went into the little dressing room where I keep my jewel box, and they weren’t there. And that’s all I know.”


Then Michaels settled down to questions. When had she last seen the necklace? Was the lock forced? Had there been any prowlers around? What else was missing? And suchlike.


Beverly Benson answered impatiently, like she expected us to just go out there like that and grab the thief and say, “Here you are, lady.” She had shown the necklace to another guest early in the party—he’d gone home long ago, but she gave us the name and address to check. No, the lock hadn’t been forced. They hadn’t seen anything suspicious, either. There were some small things missing, too—a couple of diamond rings, a star sapphire pendant, a pair of pearl earrings—but those didn’t worry her so much. It was the emerald and ruby necklace that she wanted.


That left eyebrow went to work while Michaels thought about what she’d said. “If the lock wasn’t forced, that lets out a chance prowler. It was somebody who knew you, who’d had a chance to lift your key or take an impression of it. Where’d you keep it?”


“The key? In my handbag usually. Tonight it was in a box on my dressing table.”


Michaels sort of groaned. “And women wonder why jewels get stolen! Smith, get Ferguson and have him go over the box for prints. In the meantime, Miss Benson, give me a list of all your guests tonight. We’ll take up the servants later. I’m warning you now it’s a ten-to-one chance you’ll ever see your Christmas tree ornament again unless a fence sings; but we’ll do what we can. Then I’ll deliver my famous little lecture on safes, and we’ll pray for the future.”


When I’d seen Ferguson, I waited for Michaels in the room where the guests were. There were only five left, and I didn’t know who they were yet. They’d all taken off their masks; but they still had on their cartoon costumes. It felt screwy to sit there among them and think: This is serious, this is a felony, and look at those bright funny costumes.


Donald Duck was sitting by himself, with one hand resting on his long-billed mask while the other made steady grabs for the cigarette box beside him. His face looked familiar; I thought maybe I’d seen him in bits.


Three of them sat in a group: Mickey Mouse, Snow White, and Dopey. Snow White looked about fourteen at first, and it took you a while to realize she was a woman and a swell one at that. She was a little brunette, slender and cool-looking—a simple real kind of person that didn’t seem to belong in a Hollywood crowd. Mickey Mouse was a hefty blond guy about as tall as I am and built like a tackle that could hold any line; but his face didn’t go with his body. It was shrewd-like, and what they call sensitive. Dopey looked just that—a nice guy and not too bright.


Then over in another corner was a Little Pig. I don’t know do they have names, but this was the one that wears a sailor suit and plays the fiddle. He had bushy hair sticking out from under the sailor cap and long skilful-looking hands stretched in front of him. The fiddle was beside him, but he didn’t touch it. He was passed out—dead to the world, close as I could judge.


He and Donald were silent, but the group of three talked a little.


“I guess it didn’t work,” Dopey said.


“You couldn’t help that, Harvey.” Snow White’s voice was just like I expected—not like Snow White’s in the picture, but deep and smooth, like a stream that’s running in the shade with moss on its banks. “Even an agent can’t cast people.”


“You’re a swell guy, Madison,” Mickey Mouse said. “You tried, and thanks. But if it’s no go, hell, it’s just no go. It’s up to her.”


“Miss Benson is surely more valuable to your career.” The running stream was ice cold.


Now maybe I haven’t got anything else that’d make me a good detective, but I do have curiosity, and here’s where I saw a way to satisfy it. I spoke to all of them and I said, “I’d better take down some information while we’re waiting for the Lieutenant.” I started on Donald Duck. “Name?”


“Daniel Wappingham.” The voice was English. I could tell that much. I don’t have such a good ear for stuff like that, but I thought maybe it wasn’t the best English.


“Occupation?”


“Actor.”


And I took down the address and the rest of it. Then I turned to the drunk and shook him. He woke up part way but he didn’t hear what I was saying. He just threw his head back and said loudly, “Waltzes! Ha!” and went under again. His voice was gutteral—some kind of German, I guessed. I let it go at that and went over to the three.


Dopey’s name was Harvey Madison; occupation, actor’s representative—tenpercenter to you. Mickey Mouse was Philip Newton; occupation, photographer. (That was the guy Beverly Benson mentioned, the one she sounded thataway about.) And Snow White was Jane Newton.


“Any relation?” I asked.


“Yes and no,” she said, so soft I could hardly hear her.


“Mrs. Newton,” Mickey Mouse stated, “was once my wife.” And the silence was so strong you could taste it.


I got it then. The two of them sitting there, remembering all the little things of their life together, being close to each other and yet somehow held apart. And on Christmas, too, when you remember things. There was still something between them even if they didn’t admit it themselves. But Beverly Benson seemed to have a piece of the man, and where did Dopey fit in?


It sort of worried me. They looked like swell people—people that belonged together. But it was my job to worry about the necklace and not about people’s troubles. I was glad Michaels came in just then.


He was being polite at the moment, explaining to Beverly Benson how Ferguson hadn’t got anywheres with the prints and how the jewels were probably miles away by now. “But we’ll do what we can,” he said. “We’ll talk to these people and find out what’s possible. I doubt, however, if you’ll ever see that necklace again. It was insured, of course, Miss Benson?”


“Of course. So were the other things, and with them I don’t mind. But this necklace I couldn’t conceivably duplicate, Lieutenant.”


Just then Michael’s eye lit on Donald Duck, and the eyebrow did tricks worth putting in a cartoon. “We’ll take you one by one,” he said. “You with the tail-feathers, we’ll start with you. Come along, Smith.”


Donald Duck grabbed a fresh cigarette, thought a minute, then reached out again for a handful. He whistled off key and followed us into the library.


“I gave all the material to your stooge here, Lieutenant,” he began. “Name, Wappingham. Occupation, actor. Address______”


Michaels was getting so polite it had me bothered. “You won’t mind, sir,” he purred, “if I suggest a few corrections in your statement?”


Donald looked worried. “Don’t you think I know my own name?”


“Possibly. But would you mind if I altered the statement to read: Name, Alfred Higgins. Occupation, jewel thief—conceivably reformed?”


The Duck wasn’t so bad hit as you might have thought. He let out a pretty fair laugh and said, “So the fat’s in the fire at last. But I’m glad you concede the possibility of my having reformed.”


“The possibility, yes.” Michaels underlined the word. “You admit you’re Higgins?”


“Why not? You can’t blame me for not telling you right off; it wouldn’t look good when somebody had just been up to my old tricks. But now that you know______And by the way, Lieutenant, just how do you know?”


“Some bright boy at Scotland Yard spotted you in an American picture. Sent your description and record out to us just in case you ever took up your career again.”


“Considerate of him, wasn’t it?”


But Michaels wasn’t in a mood for bright chatter any longer. We got down to work. We stripped that duck costume off the actor and left him shivering while we went over it inch by inch. He didn’t like it much.


At last Michaels let him get dressed again. “You came in your car?”


“Yes.”


“You’re going home in a taxi. We could hold you on suspicion, but I’d sooner play it this way.”


“Now I understand,” Donald said, “what they mean by the high-handed American police procedure.” And he went back into the other room with us.


All the same that was a smart move of Michaels’. It meant that Wappingham-Higgins-Duck would either have to give up all hope of the jewels (he certainly didn’t have them on him) or lead us straight to them, because of course I knew a tail would follow that taxi and camp on his doorstep all next week if need be.


Donald Duck said goodnight to his hostess and nodded to the other guests. Then he picked up his mask.


“Just a minute,” Michaels said. “Let’s have a look at that.”


“At this?” he asked innocent-like and backed toward the French window. Then he was standing there with an automatic in his hand. It was little but damned nasty-looking. I never thought what a good holster that long bill would make.


“Stay where you are, gentlemen,” he said calmly. “I’m leaving undisturbed, if you don’t mind.”


The room was frozen still. Beverly Benson and Snow White let out little gasps of terror. The drunk was still dead to the world. The other two men looked at us and did nothing. It was Donald’s round.


Or would’ve been if I hadn’t played football in high school. It was a crazy chance, but I took it. I was the closest to him, only his eyes were on Michaels. It was a good flying tackle and it brought him to the ground in a heap consisting mostly of me. The mask smashed as we rolled over on it and I saw bright glitters pouring out.


Ferguson and O’Hara were there by now. One of them picked up his gun and the other snapped on the handcuffs. I got to my feet and turned to Michaels and Beverly Benson. They began to say things both at once about what a swell thing I’d done and then I keeled over.


When I came to I was on a couch in a little dark room. I learned later it was the dressing room where the necklace had been stolen. Somebody was bathing my arm and sobbing.


I sort of half sat up and said, “Where am I?” I always thought it was just in stories people said that, but it was the first thing popped into my mind.


“You’re all right,” a cool voice told me. “It’s only a flesh wound.”


“And I didn’t feel a thing.… You mean he winged me?”


“I guess that’s what you call it. When I told the Lieutenant I was a nurse he said I could fix you up and they wouldn’t need the ambulance. You’re all right now.” Her voice was shaky in the dark, but I knew it was Snow White.


“Well, anyways, that broke the case pretty quick.”


“But it didn’t.” And she explained: Donald had been up to his old tricks, all right; but what he had hidden in his bill was the diamonds and the sapphire and the pearl earrings, only no emerald and ruby necklace. Beverly Benson was wild, and Michaels and our men were combing the house from top to bottom to see where he’d stashed it.


“There,” she said. She finished the story and the bandaging at the same time. “Can you stand up all right now?”


I was still kind of punchy. Nothing else could excuse me for what I said next. But she was so sweet and tender and good I wanted to say something nice, so like a dumb jerk I up and said, “You’d make some man a grand wife.”


That was what got her. She just went to pieces—dissolved, you might say. I’m not used to tears on the shoulder of my uniform, but what could I do? I didn’t try to say anything—just patted her back and let her talk. And I learned all about it.


How she’d married Philip Newton back in ‘29 when he was a promising young architect and she was an heiress just out of finishing school. How the fortune she was heiress to went fooey like all the others and her father took the quick way out. How the architect business went all to hell with no building going on and just when things were worst she had a baby. And then how Philip started drinking, and finally—Well, anyways, there it was.


They’d both pulled themselves together now. She was making enough as a nurse to keep the kid (she was too proud to take alimony), and Philip was doing fine in this arty photographic line he’d taken up. A Newton photograph was The Thing to Have in the smart Hollywood set. But they couldn’t come together again, not while he was such a success. If she went to him, he’d think she was begging; if he came to her, she’d think he was being noble. And Beverly Benson had set her cap for him.


Then this agent Harvey Madison (that’s Dopey), who had known them both when, decided to try and fix things. He brought Snow White to this party; neither of them knew the other would be here. And it was a party and it was Christmas, and some of their happiest memories were Christmases together. I guess that’s pretty much true of everybody. So she felt everything all over again, only—


“You don’t know what it’s done for me to tell you this. Please don’t feel hurt; but in that uniform and everything you don’t seem quite like a person. I can talk and feel free. And this has been hurting me all night and I had to say it.”


I wanted to take the two of them and knock their heads together; only first off I had to find that emerald and ruby necklace. It isn’t my job to heal broken hearts. I was feeling O.K. now, so we went back to the others.


Only they weren’t there. There wasn’t anybody in the room but only the drunk. I guessed where Mickey and Dopey were: stripped and being searched.


“Who’s that?” I asked Snow White.


She looked at the Little Pig. “Poor fellow. He’s been going through torture tonight too. That’s Bela Strauss.”


“Bella’s a woman’s name.”


“He’s part Hungarian.” (I guess that might explain anything.) “He comes from Vienna. They brought him out here to write music for pictures because his name is Strauss. But he’s a very serious composer—you know, like …” and she said some tongue twisters that didn’t mean anything to me. “They think because his name is Strauss he can write all sorts of pretty dance tunes, and they won’t let him write anything else. It’s made him all twisted and unhappy, and he drinks too much.”


“I can see that.” I walked over and shook him. The sailor cap fell off. He stirred and looked up at me. I think it was the uniform that got him. He sat up sharp and said something in I guess German. Then he thought around a while and found some words in English.


“Why are you here? Why the po-lice?” It came out in little one-syllable lumps, like he had to hunt hard for each sound.


I told him. I tried to make it simple, but that wasn’t easy. Snow White knew a little German, so she helped.


“Ach!” he sighed. “And I through it all slept!”


“That’s one word for it,” I said.


“But this thief of jewels—him I have seen.”


It was a sweet job to get it out of him, but it boiled down to this: Where he passed out was on that same couch where they took me—right in the dressing-room. He came to once when he heard somebody in there, and he saw the person take something out of a box. Something red and green.


“Who was it?”


“The face, you understand, I do not see it. But the costume, yes. I see that clear. It was Mikki Maus.” It sounded funny to hear something as American as Mickey Mouse in an accent like that. It took Snow White a couple of seconds to realize who wore the Mickey Mouse outfit. Then she said “Philip” and fainted.


Officer Tom Smith laid down his manuscript. “That’s all, Mr. Quilter.”


“All, sir?”


“When Michaels came in, I told him. He figured Newton must’ve got away with the necklace and then the English crook made his try later and got the other stuff. They didn’t find the necklace anywheres; but he must’ve pulled a fast one and stashed it away some place. With direct evidence like that, what can you do? They’re holding him.”


“And you chose, sir, not to end your story on that note of finality?”


“I couldn’t, Mr. Quilter. I … I like that girl who was Snow White. I want to see the two of them together again and I’d sooner he was innocent. And besides, when we were leaving, Beverly Benson caught me alone. She said, ‘I can’t talk to your Lieutenant. He is not sympathetic. But you …’” Tom Smith almost blushed. “So she went on about “how certain she was that Newton was innocent and begged me to help her prove it. So I promised.”


“Hm,” said Mr. Quilter. “Your problem, sir, is simple. You have good human values there in your story. Now we must round them out properly. And the solution is simple. We have two women in love with the hero, one highly sympathetic and the other less so; for the spectacle of a passée actress pursuing a new celebrity is not a pleasant one. This less sympathetic woman, to please the audience, must redeem herself with a gesture of self-immolation to secure the hero’s happiness with the heroine. Therefore, sir, let her confess to the robbery.”


“Confess to the … But Mr. Quilter, that makes a different story out of it. I’m trying to write as close as I can to what happened. And I promised—”


“Damme, sir, it’s obvious. She did steal the necklace herself. She hasn’t worked for years. She must need money. You mentioned insurance. The necklace was probably pawned long ago, and now she is trying to collect.”


“But that won’t work. It really was stolen. Somebody saw it earlier in the evening, and the search didn’t locate it. And believe me, that squad knows how to search.”


“Fiddle-faddle, sir.” Mr. Quilter’s close-cropped scalp was beginning to twitch. “What was seen must have been a paste imitation. She could dissolve that readily in acid and dispose of it down the plumbing. And Wappingham’s presence makes her plot doubly sure; she knew him for what he was, and invited him as a scapegoat.”


Tom Smith squirmed. “I’d almost think you were right, Mr. Quilter. Only Bela Strauss did see Newton take the necklace.”


Mr. Quilter laughed. “If that is all that perturbs you …” He rose to his feet. “Come with me, sir. One of my neighbors is a Viennese writer now acting as a reader in German for Metropolis. He is also new in this country; his cultural background is identical with Strauss’s. Come. But first we must step down to the corner drugstore and purchase what I believe is termed a comic book.”


Mr. Quilter, his eyes agleam, hardly apologized for their intrusion into the home of the Viennese writer. He simply pointed at a picture in the comic book and demanded, “Tell me, sir. What character is that?”


The bemused Viennese smiled. “Why, that is Mikki Maus.”


Mr. Quilter’s finger rested on a pert little drawing of Minnie.


Philip Newton sat in the cold jail cell, but he was oblivious of the cold. He was holding his wife’s hands through the bars and she was saying, “I could come to you now, dear, where I couldn’t before. Then you might have thought it was just because you were successful, but now I can tell you how much I love you and need you—need you even when you’re in disgrace.…”


They were kissing through the bars when Michaels came with the good news. “She’s admitted it, all right. It was just the way Smith reconstructed it. She’d destroyed the paste replica and was trying to use us to pull off an insurance frame. She cracked when we had Strauss point out a picture of what he called ‘Mikki Maus.’ So you’re free again, Newton. How’s that for a Christmas present?”


“I’ve got a better one, officer. We’re getting married again.”


“You wouldn’t need a new wedding ring, would you?” Michaels asked with filial devotion. “Michaels, Fifth between Spring and Broadway—fine stock.”


Mr. Quilter laid down the final draft of Tom Smith’s story, complete now with ending, and fixed the officer with a reproachful gaze. “You omitted, sir, the explanation of why such a misunderstanding should arise.”


Tom Smith shifted uncomfortably. “I’m afraid, Mr. Quilter, I couldn’t remember all that straight.”


“It is simple. The noun Maus in German is of feminine gender. Therefore a Mikki Maus is a female. The male, naturally, is a Mikki Mäuserich. I recall a delightful Viennese song of some seasons ago, which we once employed as background music, wherein the singer declares that he and his beloved will be forever paired, ‘wie die Mikki Mikki Mikki Mikki Mikki Maus und der Mikki Mäuserich.’”


“Gosh,” said Tom Smith. “You know a lot of things.”


Mr. Quilter allowed himself to beam. “Between us, sir, there should be little that we do not know.”


“We sure make a swell team as a detective.”


The beam faded. “As a detective? Damme, sir, do you think I cared about your robbery? I simply explained the inevitable denouement to this story.”


“But she didn’t confess and make a gesture. Michaels had to prove it on her.”


“All the better, sir. That makes her mysterious and deep. A Bette Davis role. I think we will first try for a magazine sale on this. Studios are more impressed by matter already in print. Then I shall show it to F. X., and we shall watch the squirmings of that genius Aram Melekian.”


Tom Smith looked out the window, frowning. They made a team, all right; but which way? He still itched to write, but the promotion Michaels had promised him sounded good, too. Were he and this strange lean old man a team for writing or for detection?


The friendly red and green lights of the neighborhood Christmas trees seemed an equally good omen either way.
















THE STOLEN CHRISTMAS BOX





Lillian de la Torre


A life-long devotee of mystery fiction and a scholar of history and crime who worked in several literary fields, Lillian de la Torre (Bueno McCue) (1902-1993) reached her peak when she combined her two passions to imagine how Dr. Samuel Johnson would have handled mysteries. Fortunately, just as Dr. Watson served Sherlock Holmes as the narrator and chronicler of his adventures, Johnson, too, had the perfect biographer in James Boswell.


De la Torre also had great affection for the theater, beginning her literary career with well-researched narratives of famous murder cases of the past, such as Elizabeth Is Missing (1945) about the notorious Elizabeth Canning Case, and her enthusiastically reviewed one-act play, Goodbye, Miss Lizzie Borden (1948). She also produced books about notorious crimes, including Villainy Detected (1947), an anthology of eighteenth-century crime; The Heir of Douglas (1952), a study of one of the greatest scandals of eighteenth-century England; and The Truth about Belle Gunness (1955), unveiling an American serial killer for modern readers.


Most of the stories about Johnson were originally published in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine before being collected in book form. The books in the series are Dr. Sam: Johnson, Detector (1946), a Queen’s Quorum title; The Detections of Dr. Sam: Johnson (1960); The Return of Dr. Sam: Johnson (1985); and The Exploits of Dr. Sam: Johnson, Detector (1987).


“The Stolen Christmas Box” was first published in the January 1946 issue of Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine; it was first collected in Dr. Sam: Johnson, Detector (New York, Knopf, 1946).




The Stolen Christmas Box


Lillian de la Torre


THE DISAPPEARANCE of little Fanny Plumbe’s Christmas box was but a prelude to a greater and more daring theft; and was itself heralded by certain uneasy signs and tokens. Of these was the strange cypher message which Mrs. Thrale intercepted; while I myself was never easy in my mind after seeing the old sailorman with the very particular wooden leg.


Dr. Sam: Johnson and I passed him on Streatham common as we approached the estate of the Thrales, there to spend our Christmas. He sat on a stone hard by the gates in the unseasonable sunshine, and whittled. He wore the neckerchief and loose pantaloons of a sea-faring man. He had a wind-beaten, heavy, lowering face, and a burly, stooped frame. His stump stuck out straight before him, the pantaloon drooping from it. That on which he whittled was his own wooden leg.


’Twas a very particular wooden leg. The cradle that accommodated his stump was high-pooped and arabesqued about like a man-of-war’s bow with carvings, upon the embellishment of which he was at the moment engaged. Into the butt was screwed a cylindrical post of about half the bigness of my wrist, turned in a lathe and wickedly shod with iron.


As the carriage passed him at an easy pace, I stared down upon him. He extended his greasy flapped hat, and my venerable companion dropped into it a gratuity.


We found the Thrale household pernitious dumpish, for all it was nigh onto Christmas. The tall, silent brew-master Thrale greeted us with his usual cold courtesy, his diminutive rattle of a wife with her usual peacock screeches of delight. Of the party also were Thrale’s grenadier of a sister, a strapping virago born to support the robes of a Lady Mayoress, and well on her way to that honour on the coat-tails of her husband, Alderman Plumbe. Plumbe topped his brother-in-law in height and doubled him in girth. His features were knobby and his temper cholerick. He scowled upon his children, Master Ralph, a lubber of fourteen, and Miss Fanny, a year older.


Master Ralph was rapidly shooting to his parents’ height, but unable to keep pace in solidity. He continually closed his short upper lip over his long upper teeth, which as continually protruded again. He bowed and grinned and twisted his wrists in our honour.


Miss Fanny executed her duty curtsey with downcast eyes. Her person was tall and agreeably rounded, and sensibility played in red and white upon her cheek, playing the while, I own it, on the sensitive strings of my heart. Indeed, I could have been a knight-errant for Miss Fanny, had not I found below-stairs the veriest little witch of a serving-wench, pretty Sally, she who … but I digress.


Among the company circulated learned Dr. Thomas, the schoolmaster, assiduously pouring oil, as became a clergyman, on waters that were soon revealed to be troubled. Miss Fanny was in a fit of the sullens (’twas of a lover dismissed, I gathered so much), and Mrs. Plumbe was clean out of humour, and the Alderman alternately coaxing and shouting.


In an ill moment the latter conceived the idea of bribing Miss out of her pouts, and accordingly he fetches out the young lady’s Christmas box, four days too soon, and bestows it upon her then and there; a step which he was bitterly to regret before the week was out.


“O Lud!” screamed Mrs. Thrale. “O Lud, ’tis a very Canopus!”


“’Tis indeed,” said Dr. Sam: Johnson, “a star of the first magnitude.”


’Twas a handsome jewel, though to my eyes scarce suitable for so young a lady—an intaglio artfully cut, and set with a diamond needlessly great, whether for the brooch or for the childish bosom ’twas designed to adorn.


“Sure,” screeched Mrs. Thrale in her usual reckless taste, “such a size it is, it cannot be the right gem. Say, is’t not paste?”


“Paste!” cried the Alderman, purpling to his wattles. “I assure you, ma’am, ’tis a gem of the first water, such that any goldsmith in the city will give you £200 for.”


Ralph Plumbe sucked a front tooth; his prominent eyes goggled. Pretty Sally, the serving-maid, passing with the tea tray, stared with open mouth. Little Dr. Thomas joined his fingertips, and seemed to ejaculate a pious word to himself. The Alderman pinned the gem in his daughter’s bosom, a task in which I longed to assist him. She bestowed upon him a radiant smile, like sun through clouds.


Her fickle heart was bought. She yielded to him with a pretty grace, those love-letters for which she had previously contested, and the footman carried them over the way that very afternoon to poor jilted Jack Rice, while Miss Fanny preened it with her jewel like a peacock.


’Twas a day or two later that I made one in a stroll about the Streatham grounds. Dr. Johnson and Mrs. Thrale beguiled our perambulation in discourse with learned Dr. Thomas about Welsh antiquities. Master Ralph Plumbe, ennuied by the disquisition, threw stones alternately at rocks and at Belle, the black-and-tawny spaniel bitch.


Coming by the kitchen garden, we marked curvesome Sally, in her blue grown and trim apron, skimming along under the wall. She passed us under full sail, with the slightest of running curtseys. Mrs. Thrale caught her sleeve.


“Pray, whither away so fast?”


“Only to the kitchen, ma’am.”


Our sharp little hostess pounced.


“What have you in your hand?”


“Nothing, ma’am.”


Mrs. Thrale, for all she is small, has a strong man’s hand. She forced open the girl’s plump fingers and extracted a folded billet.


“So, miss. You carry billets doux.”


“No, ma’am. I found it, if you please, ma’am,” cried the girl earnestly.


“Ho ho,” cried hobbledehoy Master Ralph, “’tis one of Fan’s, I’ll wager.”


“We shall see,” said Mrs. Thrale curtly, and unfolded the billet.


I craned my neck. ’Twas the oddest missive (save one) that I have ever seen. ’Twas all writ in an alphabet of but two letters:




aabababbabbaaaabaaba  ababbabbabbaaaabaaba


abbaa’abbabbaabaaabaabaaab  baabaaabaa


aabbbaaaaaababaababaaabaa  ababa’aabaaaaaaabaabb


abbabbaabbabaaa  ababa’aaaaabaabbabbaaaabaa


abaaabaaaaaabaa  baabaaabaa


aabbaaaaaabaaaaaaabbaabaa  aabbbaaaaaabaaaabbaaaabaa


aaaaaabaaaababaababaaabaa  aabababaaabaaaaaabaaabbaabaaba





Learned Dr. Thomas scanned the strange lines.


“’Tis some unknown, primordial tongue, I make no doubt.”


“’Tis the talk of sheep!” I cried. “Baabaaabaa!”


“No, sir; ’tis cypher,” said Dr. Sam: Johnson.


“Good lack,” screeched Mrs. Thrale, “’tis a French plot, I’ll be bound, against our peace.”


“No, ma’am,” I hazarded, half in earnest, “’tis some imprisoned damsel, takes this means to beg release.”


“Pfoh,” said Mrs. Thrale, “ever the ruling passion, eh, Mr. Boswell?”


“To what end,” demanded Dr. Johnson, “do we stand disputing here, when we might be reading the straight of the message?”


“My husband has the new book of cyphers,” cried Mrs. Thrale, “I will fetch it at once.”


She sailed off, pretty Sally forgotten; who put her finger to her eye and stood stock-still in the path, until, perceiving how eagerly I followed where Dr. Johnson and the cypher led, she flounced off with dry eyes.


Dr. Johnson made for the drawing-room, and we streamed after him. Seating himself by the window, he peered at the strange paper. Dr. Thomas, Ralph Plumbe, and I peered with him, and Fanny came from the mirror, where we had surprized her preening, to peer too.


As Dr. Johnson smoothed the billet, I threw up my hands.


“What can be done with this!” I exclaimed. “We are to find out the 24 letters of the alphabet, and in this whole message we find but two symbols.”


“What man can encypher, man can decypher,” replied Dr. Johnson sententiously, “more especially when the encypherer is one of the inmates of Streatham, and the decypherer is Sam: Johnson. But see where our hostess comes.”


She came empty-handed. The new book of cyphers was not to be found.


“Then,” said Dr. Johnson, “we must make do with what we have in our heads. Let us examine this billet and see what it has to say to us.”


We hung over his shoulder, Mrs. Thrale, Dr. Thomas, the Plumbe children, and I. Ralph sucked air through his teeth in excitement, little Fanny’s pretty bosom lifted fast.


“Now, ma’am,” began Dr. Johnson, addressing Mrs. Thrale, not illpleased to display his learning, “you must know, that cyphers have engaged the attention of the learned since the remotest antiquity. I need but name Polybius, Julius Africanus, Philo Mechanicus, Theodorus Bibliander, Johannes Walchius, and our own English Aristotle, Francis Bacon—”


“Oh, good lack, sir,” cried little Fanny with a wriggle, “what does the paper say?”


“In good time, miss,” replied the philosopher with a frown. “We have here 330 characters, all either a or b; writ in 16 groups on a page from a pocket book, with a fair-mended quill. ’Tis notable, that the writer wrote his letters in clusters of five, never more, never less; you may see between every group the little nodule of ink where the pen rested. Let us mark the divisions.”


With his pen he did so. I watched the lines march:




aabab/abbab/baaaa/baaba ababb/abbab baaaa baaba


abbaa’/abbab/baaba/aabaa/baaab baaba aabaa


aabbb/aaaaa/ababa/ababa/aabaa …





“We now perceive,” said Dr. Johnson as his pen flicked, “that we have to do, not with a correspondence of letter for letter, but for groups of letters. We have before us, in short, Mr. Boswell, the famous bi-literal cypher of the learned Francis Bacon; as set forth, I make no doubt, in Thrale’s missing book of cyphers.”


Mrs. Thrale clapped her hands.


“Now we shall understand it. Mark me, ’tis a plot of the French against us.”


“Alas,” said Dr. Johnson, “I do not carry the key in my head; but I shall make shift to reconstruct it. ’Tis many years since I was a corrector of the press; but the printer’s case still remains in my mind to set me right on the frequencies of the letters in English.”


“Depend upon it,” muttered Mrs. Thrale stubbornly, “’tis in French.”


“You will find,” he went on calmly, “e occurs the oftenest; next o, then a and i. To find out one consonant from another, remember also their frequency, first d, h, n, r, s, t; then the others, in what order I forget; but with these we may make shift.”


By this calculation the learned philosopher determined the combination aabaa to represent e; when a strange fact transpired. Of the sixteen groups, representing perhaps the sixteen words of the message, nine ended with that combination! Dr. Johnson considered this in conjunction with the little marks like apostrophes, and glowered at Mrs. Thrale.


“Can it be French after all?”


In fine, it was; for proceeding partly by trial and errour, and partly by his memory of the cypher’s system, the learned philosopher made shift to reconstruct the key, and soon the message began to emerge:


“Fort mort n’otes te—”


“’Tis poetick!” screeched Mrs. Thrale. “Strong death snatch thee not away! Alack, this is a billet doux after all, a lettre d’amour to some enamoured fair!”


“Oh, ay?” commented the philosopher drily, penning the message:


“Fort mort n’otes te halle l’eau oui l’aune ire te garde haine aille firent salle lit.”


“’Tis little enough poetick,” I muttered, translating the strange hodgepodge:


“Strong death snatch thee not away—market—the water, yes—the alder—anger—keep thee hatred—let him go—they made room—bed.”


“O lud, here’s a waspish message,” cried Fanny.


“Yet what’s this of a market, water, and an alder tree?”


“There’s an alder tree,” cried Ralph with a toothy inspiration, “by the kitchen pump!”


Infected by his excitement, we all ran thither. There was the water, sure enough, in the old pump by the kitchen garden, and drooping its branches over it, not an alder, but a hoary old willow, whose hollow trunk knew the domesticities of generations of owls. There was nothing of any note in the vicinity.


This strange adventure made us none the easier; the less, as we encountered, at his ease on the bench by the kitchen door, the one-legged sailorman. He pulled his forelock surlily, but did not stir. His very particular wooden leg was strapped in its place, and the iron-shod stump was sunk deep in the mud of the door-yard. Belle snapped at it, and had a kick in the ribs for her pains.


The adventure of the cypher much disquieted the Alderman, who incontinently decreed that Miss Fanny’s brilliant must be made secure in Thrale’s strong-box. Now was repeated the contest of pouts against Papa; Miss Fanny moped, and would not be pleased. At last by treaty the difficulty was accommodated. Let the Alderman make the gem secure today, and Miss Fanny might wear it in honour of the twelve days of Christmas, to begin at dusk on Christmas Eve precisely.


Christmas Eve came all too slowly, but it came at last. We were all in holiday guise, I in my bloom-coloured breeches, Dr. Thomas in a large new grizzle wig, Ralph in peach-colour brocade with silk stockings on his skinny shanks. Even Dr. Sam: Johnson honoured the occasion in his attire, with his snuff-colour coat and brass buttons, and a freshly powdered wig provided by the care of Mr. Thrale.


The ladies coruscated. Mrs. Alderman Plumbe billowed in flame-colour sattin. Mrs. Thrale had a handsome gown in the classick stile, with great sleeves, and gems in her hair. Miss Fanny wore a silken gown, of the tender shade appropriately called maiden’s blush; ’twas cut low and, and her brooch gleamed at her bosom. Even Belle the spaniel was adorned with a great riband tied on with care by the white hand of Miss Fanny.


’Twas Thrale’s care to uphold the old customs, and play the ’squire; while at the same time he had a maccaroni’s contempt for the lower orders. ’Twas decreed, therefore, that we should have our Christmas games in the library on the lower floor, while the servants might have their merrymaking in the servant’s hall, and the strolling rusticks had perforce to receive their Christmas gratuities withoutside.


We supped upon Christmas furmety, a dish of wheat cakes seethed in milk with rich spices. I relished it well, and did equal justice to the noble minced pyes served up with it.


Supper done, we trooped to the library. Impeded by an armful of green stuff, Dr. Johnson came last, edging his way to the door. On the threshold, as he sought to manoeuvre the unmanageable branches through, the crookedest one fairly lifted his fresh-powdered Christmas wig from his head, and as he clutched at it with a start, precipitated it in a cloud of white onto the floor. I relieved him of his awkward burden, and good-humouredly he recovered his head-covering and clapped it back in its place, all awry.


In the library all was bustle. It was my part to wreathe the mantel with green. Pretty Miss Fanny lighted the Christmas candles, looking the prettier in their glow, her sparkling eyes rivalling the brilliant at her breast. Thrale ignited the mighty “Yule clog.”


Dr. Johnson was in great expansion of soul, saluting his hostess gallantly under the mistletoe bough, and expatiating on the old Christmas games of his boyhood.


“Do but be patient, Dr. Johnson, we’ll shew you them all,” cried Thrale with unwonted vivacity. He was busied over a huge bowl. In it heated wine mingled its fumes with orange peel and spices, while whole roasted apples by the fire were ready to be set abob in it. ’Twas the old-time wassail bowl; though Dr. Johnson persisted in referring to its contents, in his Lichfield accent, as poonch.




“Here we come a-wassailing among the leaves so green,


Here we come a-wandering, so fair to be seen …”





The notes of the song crept up on us gradually, coming from the direction of the common, till by the time the second verse began, the singers stood in the gravel path before the library windows; which we within threw up, the better to hear their song:




“We are not daily beggars, that beg from door to door,


But we are your neighbours’ children, whom you have seen before …”





Past all doubt, so they were. The servants had crowded to the door-step in the mild night, and merry greetings were interchanged as they found friends among the waits. A light snow was drifting down. The rusticks were fancifully adorned with ribands, and wore greens stuck in their hats; they carried lanthorns on poles, and sang to the somewhat dubious accompaniment of an ancient serpent and a small kit fiddle. In the ring of listening faces I spied the surly visage of the one-legged sailor. Belle the spaniel spied her enemy too. She escaped from the arms of Miss Fanny, eluded the groom at the house-door, and dashed out into the mud to snap at his heel. She came back with a satisfied swagger, the more as she had succeeded in untying her riband and befouling it in the mud. Miss Fanny admonished her, and restored the adornment.




“Now here’s to the maid in the lily-white smock


Who slipped to the door and pulled back the lock,


Who slipped to the door and pulled back the pin


For to let these merry wassailers walk in.”





There was no suiting the action to the word. Thrale passed the cup out at window, keeping the lower orders still withoutside. The waits wiped their mouths on their sleeves, and sang themselves off:




“Wassail, wassail all over the town,


Our bread it is white and our ale it is brown,


Our bowl it is made of the green maple tree—


In our wassailing bowl we’ll drink unto thee!”





Next the mummers came marching. Like the waits, they had been recruited from the lads about Streatham. Though every man was disguised in fantastick habiliments, among them the canine instinct of Belle unerringly found out her friends. His own mother would not have known the Doctor, he presenting to the world but a high-bridged nose and a forest of whiskers; but Belle licked his hand, the while he acknowledged the attention by scratching her ear and making her riband straight. She fawned upon St. George (by which, “’Tis the butcher’s boy!” discovered Mrs. Thrale) and put muddy foot-marks on the breeches of the Old Man, before her attentions were repelled. She came back with her tongue out and her riband, once again, a-trail. Miss Fanny, defeated, neglected to restore it. She crowded with the rest of the company in the window as the link-boys lifted their torches, and upon the snowy sward the rusticks of Streatham played the famous mumming play of St. George and the Dragon.


“Pray, sir, take notice,” said the pleased Dr. Johnson, “is not this a relique of great antiquity, the hieratic proceedings of yonder sorcerous Doctor with his magick pill? Pray, my man—” out at window to the Doctor, “how do you understand these doings?”


“Nor I don’t, sir,” replied the player huskily, and carried on his part to a chorus of laughter from within.


“And God bless this good company,” concluded St. George piously. He caught the heavy purse that Thrale threw him, weighed it, and added in his own voice, “God bless ye, sir.”


The guests added their largesse. Plumbe hurled a piece of gold; Dr. Johnson and I scattered silver; even withered little Dr. Thomas must needs add his half crown. ’Twas scarce worth the trouble he went to, first to fumble in his capacious pocket for the destined coin, then to wrap it in a leaf from his pocket book, finally to aim it precisely into the hands of St. George. His heart was better than his marksmanship; his shot went wide, and a scramble ensued.


“God bless all here,” chorused the rusticks, and made off with their torches as we within closed windows and clustered about the fire. Then the bowl was set ablaze, and we adventured our fingers at snapdragon, catching at the burning raisins with merry cries.


“Fan, my love,” said the Alderman suddenly, “where is thy Christmas box?”


Everybody looked at the flushed girl, standing with a burned finger-tip between her pink lips like a baby.


“The man,” she half-whispered, “the man, Papa, he looked at it so, while the mummers played, I was affrighted and slipped it into a place of safety.”


She indicated an exquisite little French enamel vase.


“’Tis here, Papa.”


The Alderman snatched the vase and turned it up. ’Twas empty. Miss Fanny’s Christmas box was gone.


The Alderman turned purple.


“The servants—” he roared.


“Pray, Mr. Plumbe, calm yourself,” said Dr. Johnson, “we must look for Miss Fanny’s diamond within this room.”


He pointed, first to the snow now lightly veiling the ground beneath the window, then to the splotch of powder on the threshold. In neither was there any mark of boot or shoe.


But, though the cholerick Alderman turned out the chamber, and though every one present submitted to the most thorough of searches, though Plumbe even sifted out the ashes of the Yule clog, little Fanny’s Christmas box was not to be found.


“This is worse than Jack Rice a thousand times,” sniggered her brother in my ear.


It was so. Poor pretty Fanny was in disgrace.


“’Tis a mean thief,” cried Dr. Johnson in noble indignation, “that robs a child, and be sure I’ll find him out.”


Poor Fanny could only sob.


’Twas enough to mar the merriment of Christmas Day. Little Fanny kept her chamber, being there admonished by good Dr. Thomas. The lout Ralph wandered about idly, teasing Belle until the indignant spaniel nipped him soundly; upon which he retired into the sulks. The Alderman and his lady were not to be seen. The master and mistress of the house were busied doing honour to the day. I was by when they dispensed their Christmas beef upon the door-step; pretty Sally handed the trenchers about, and there in the crowd of rusticks, stolidly champing brawn, I saw the one-legged sailor. He seemed quite at home.


Dr. Johnson roamed restlessly from room to room.


BOSWELL: “Pray, sir, what do you seek so earnestly?”


JOHNSON: “Sir, a French dictionary.”


BOSWELL: “To what end?”


JOHNSON: “To read yonder cypher aright; for sure ’tis the key to tell us, whither Fanny’s brilliant has flown.”


BOSWELL: “Why, sir, the words are plain; ’tis but the interpretation that eludes us.”


JOHNSON: “No, sir, the words are not plain; the words are somehow to be transposed. Now, sir, could I but find a French dictionary printed in two columns, ’twould go hard but we should find, in the second column, the words we seek, jig-by-jole with the meaningless words we now have.”


Upon this I joined the search; but in twenty-four hours we advanced no further in reading the cypher.


After dinner the next day I came upon Dr. Johnson conning it over by the fire, muttering the words to himself:


“Te halle l’eau oui l’aune ire te garde haine …”


I was scarce attending. An idea had occurred to me.


“Yonder hollow willow near the garden—” I began.


“How?” cried Dr. Johnson, starting up.


“The hollow willow near the garden—”


“You have it, Bozzy!” cried my companion in excitement. “Te hollow willown ear te gard en.”


So strange was the accent and inflection with which my revered friend repeated my words, that I could only stare.


“Read it!” he cried. “Read it aloud!”


He thrust the decyphered message under my nose. I read it off with my best French accent, acquired in my elegant grand tour.


“Can’t you see,” cried Dr. Johnson, “when you speak it, the words are English—the hollow willow near the garden! Twill be the miscreants’ post-office, ’tis clear to me now. See, they had cause to distrust the maid who was go-between.”


He pointed to the last words: aille firent salle lit, I fear Sally.


“How did you do it, Bozzy?”


“I, sir? Trust me, ’twas the furthest thing from my mind. It had come into my head, perhaps by the alder was meant yonder hollow willow—”


“No, sir,” returned Dr. Johnson, “there came into your mind, a picture of the hollow willow, because you heard, without knowing that you heard, the words I uttered; and when you spoke the words, I recognized that you were repeating mine. But come, sir; let us investigate this thieves’ post-office.”


He fairly ran out at the door.


Coming suddenly about the corner of the house, we surprized the sailorman standing under the wall of the kitchen garden; and I could have sworn that I caught the swirl of a skirt where the wall turned. As we came up, the one-legged man finished knotting something into his neckerchief, and made off with astonishing speed. He stumped his way across the common in the direction of the ale-house on the other side.


“Shall we not catch him up?” I cried.


“In good time,” replied my friend. “First we must call for the post.”


Accordingly we lingered to sound the hollow tree. Save for some grubs and beetles, and a quantity of feathers, it was empty.


Our fortune was better when we passed under the wall where the one-legged man had stood. There we picked up the second of the strange messages that came under our eyes at Streatham.
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’Twas a strip of paper, scarce an inch wide and some twelve inches long. Along both its edges someone had made chicken-tracks with a pen. One end was roughly torn away. Search as we might, the missing fragment was not to be found. At last we repaired to the house.


In the library we encountered Mrs. Thrale, in philosophical discourse with Dr. Thomas. She looked at the strange piece of paper, and gave a screech.


“’Tis Ogam!”


“Ogam?”


“I know it well, ’tis the antique writing of the Irish,” said Dr. Thomas, scanning the page with interest. “You must understand, sir, that the untutored savages of Ireland, knowing nothing of pen and paper, had perforce to contrive some way of incising letters upon wood, stone, horn, and the like. They hit upon a system of scratching lines on the edges of these objects, as perpendicular or oblique, and grouped to represent the various letters. Thus it was said of many a deceased Irish hero, ‘They dug the grave and they raised the stone and they carved his name in Ogam.’”


“Why, this is a learned jewel-thief. Pray, Dr. Thomas, translate these triangles and dashes.”


“Alack, sir, I cannot do it extempore. I must first have my books.”


“You, ma’am,” says Dr. Johnson to the volatile matron, “you are mighty familiar with Ogam, pray read it off for us.”


“O Lud, sir, not I, I am none of your antiquarians.”


“Why, so. Then I must extract the meaning for myself. ’Twill be no harder than the bi-literal cypher.”


But try as he would, the strange marks on the edges of the paper would not yield to the theory of the printer’s case. At last he leaned back.


“Let us begin afresh.”


“No, sir,” I begged, “let us have our tea. I am no Spartan boy, to labour while a fox is gnawing my vitals.”


“Spartan!” cried my companion. “You have earned your tea, Mr. Boswell. Do but answer me one question first, we may begin afresh and I think proceed in the right direction. Pray, what shape is this paper?”


“Sir, long and flat.”


Dr. Johnson dangled it by one end.


“No, sir, ’tis helical.”


Indeed as it dangled it coiled itself into a helix.


“Let us restore it to its proper shape,” said Dr. Johnson. “Pray, Mr. Boswell, fetch me the besom.”


I looked a question, but my sagacious friend said nothing further, and I went in search of the pretty housemaid and her besoms. After an interlude of knight-errantry, which taught me somewhat about women, but naught at all about our puzzle, I returned with such brooms as the house afforded.


I found my learned friend surrounded by stocks and staves, thick and thin, long and short. Around them, one after one, he was coiling the strange paper as a friseur curls hair about his finger. The results left him but ill satisfied.


“Could I but recall it to mind,” he muttered, “there is a thing missing, that is germane to this puzzle; but now ’tis gone from my memory.”


“Why, sir,” said I, “we are to question the one-legged sailorman.”


“Well remembered, Mr. Boswell.” He stuffed the coiled paper into his capacious pocket. “Come, let us be off.”


I bade farewell to my tea as I followed him. We found the publick room of the Three Crowns nigh empty, its only occupants being the idling tapster, and two men drinking in the ingle; but one of them was the man we sought. His companion was a likely-looking youth with a high-bridged nose, who pledged him in nappy ale.


“Good day, friend,” Dr. Johnson accosted the maimed sailor.


The fresh-faced youth rose quietly, pulled a respectful forelock, and made off. Dr. Johnson looked at the sailorman’s tankard, now empty, and signed to the tapster.


Not that the sailorman’s tongue wanted loosening. Previous potations had already done the business. He was all too ready to spin his yarn.


“Nine sea fights I come through,” he cried, “and lost my peg in the end, mort dieu, in Quiberon Bay.”


He dealt his wooden member a mighty thump with the again emptied tankard. My worthy friend, ever ready to relieve the lot of the unfortunate, once more signed to the tapster. As the can was filling, he animadverted upon the wretchedness of a sea-life.


“I marvel, that any man will be a sailor, who has contrivance enough to get himself into a gaol; for being in a ship is being in gaol with the chance of being drowned.”


“Ah,” said the peg-legged sailor mournfully, and buried his nose in his pot.


My friend pressed upon him a gratuity in recognition of his perils passed. The sailorman accepted of it with protestations of gratitude.


“’Tis nothing, sir,” replied my kindly friend. “Do you but gratify my whim, I’ll call myself overpaid.”


“How, whim?” says the sailorman.


“I’ve a whim,” says Johnson, “to borrow your wooden leg for a matter of half an hour.”


I stared with open mouth, but the sailorman shewed no flicker of surprize. He unstrapped the contrivance immediately and put it in my friend’s hand.


“Pray, Bozzy,” said Dr. Johnson, “see that our worthy friend here lacks for nothing until I come again.”


Before I could put a question he had withdrawn, the unstrapped peg in his hand. I was left to the company of the tapster and the loquacious sailorman. He insisted upon telling me how he had made his peg himself, and how it had often been admired for its artistry.


“Here’s this young fellow now,” he rattled on, gesturing vaguely across the common, “he thinks it a rarity, and but this morning he had it of me for an hour at a time.”


This statement but doubled my puzzlement. What in the world could a two-legged man want with a peg-leg? Surely my learned friend was not intending to personate the one-legged sailorman? Had the high-nosed youth done so? I tried to recall the glimpse I had had of the one-legged beggar by the kitchen garden.


When Dr. Johnson returned, he returned in his own guise. We left the sailorman, by this time snorting with vinous stertorousness in the corner of the ingle, and walked across the common back to the house.


“Pray, sir, what success? Did you find the diamond?”


“Find the diamond? No, sir, I did not find the diamond; but I know where it is, and I know how to lay the thief by the heels.”


He dug from his pocket the strange strip of paper. Between the lines of Ogam he had penned the message:


“£140 tonight 12 a clock ye oak nighest ye 3 crowns”


“What shall this signify?”


“Nay, Bozzy, ’tis plain. But here comes our friend Dr. Thomas. Pray, not a word more.”


I was seething with curiosity as we supped at the Thrales’ sumptuous table. The talk turned, willy-nilly, to the strange way in which the Christmas gem had been spirited from the library. Dr. Johnson admitted himself baffled. He was in a depression from which he could not be wooed even by the blandishments of the spaniel Belle, who, spurred by hunger, begged eagerly for scraps; until a new larceny, committed against himself, restored him to good humour.


It must be said that Dr. Sam Johnson is scarce a dainty feeder. He is a valiant trencherman, and stows away vast quantities of his favourite comestibles.


“Ma’am,” says he on this occasion, unbuttoning the middle button of his capacious vest and picking a capon wing in his fingers, “ma’am, where the dinner is ill gotten, the family is somehow grossly wrong; there is poverty, ma’am, or there is stupidity; for a man seldom thinks more earnestly of anything than of his dinner, and if he cannot get that well done, he should be suspected of inaccuracy in other things.”


“Oh,” says Mrs. Thrale, not knowing how to take this, but willing to turn it against him, “did you never, then, sir, huff your wife about your meat?”


“Why, yes,” replied he, taking a second wing in his fingers, “but then she huffed me worse, for she said one day as I was going to say grace: ‘Nay, hold,’ says she, ‘and do not make a farce of thanking GOD for a dinner which you will presently protest to be uneatable.’”


At this there was a general laugh; under cover of which Belle the spaniel, tempted beyond endurance, reared boldly up, snatched the capon wing from the philosopher’s fingers, and ran out of door with it.


“Fie, Belle,” cried out Mrs. Thrale, “you used to be upon honour!”


“Ay,” replied the Doctor with his great Olympian laugh, “but here has been a bad influence lately!”


Not another word would he say, but devoted himself to a mighty veal pye with plums and sugar.


Yet when we rose from the table, he sought out the guilty Belle and plied her with dainties.


“’Tis a worthy canine, Bozzy,” cried he to me, “for she has told me, not only how Miss Fanny’s diamond was spirited from the library, but by whose contrivance. Between the good Belle, and yonder strange paper of Ogam, I now know where the conspirators shall meet, and when, and who they are, and what their object is; to prevent which, I shall make one at the rendezvous. Do you but join me, you shall see all made plain.”


I was eager to do so. Muffled in greatcoats, we crossed the common and took up our station under the great oak a stone’s cast from the Three Crowns. As the wind rattled the dry branches over our heads, I was minded of other vigils we had shared and other miscreants we had laid by the heels.


The darkness was profound. Across the common we saw window after window darken in the Thrale house as the occupants blew out their candles. Then I became aware of motion in the darkness, and towards us, stealing along the path, came a muffled shape, utterly without noise, flitting along like a creature of the night. For a moment we stood rigid, not breathing; then Dr. Johnson stepped forward and collared the advancing figure. It gave a startled squeak, and was silent. Dr. Johnson pulled the hat from the brow. In the starlight I stared at the face thus revealed.


’Twas Dr. Thomas! I beheld with horror his awful confusion at being detected.


“Alas, Dr. Johnson, ’tis I alone am guilty! But pray, how have you smoaked me?”


“Ogam,” says Dr. Johnson, looking sourly upon the clergyman. “Trust me, you knew that was no Ogam. Ogam is incised on both edges of a right angle, not scribbled on paper.”


“That is so, sir. You have been too sharp for me. I will confess all. ’Tis my fatal passion for Welsh antiquities. I have pawned the very vestments of my office to procure them. I took Miss Fanny’s gem, I confess it, and flung it from the window wrapped in a leaf from my pocket book.”


“I see it!” I exclaimed. “’Twas thrown at hazard, and the one-legged sailor carried it thence hid in the hollow of his wooden leg.”


“Nothing of the kind,” said Dr. Johnson. “The role of the sailor and his wooden leg was quite other. But say, how much had you for the gem?”


“Two hundred pounds,” replied the fallen clergyman. “Two hundred pounds! The price of my honour! Alas,” he cried in a transport of remorse, falling on his knees and holding up his hands to Heaven, “had I, when I stood at those crossroads, gone another way, had I but heeded the voice within me which cried, Turn aside, turn aside, lest thou fall into the hands of thine enemy, had I but gone swiftly upon the strait way, then in truth we might at the grave’s end have met together in the hereafter …”


Dr. Johnson heard this piteous avowal unmoved, but not so I. ’Twas a solemn sight to see the unfortunate man wring his hands and cry out with anguish, turning up his eyes to Heaven. Suddenly, however, his gaze fixed eagerly upon the darkened inn. In the same instant Dr. Johnson whirled, and ran, swiftly for all his bulk, to where a light coach was just getting in motion. I heard the harness jingle, and then the startled snort of a horse as my fearless friend seized the near animal by the bit and forced it to a halt.


“So,” he cried angrily, “you’ll meet them hereafter at Gravesend! Never a whit. Come down, sir! Come down, miss!”


For a moment there was only the jingle of harness as the nervous horses pranced. Then a figure stepped to earth, a tall young man muffled to his high-bridged nose in a heavy cape, and lifted down after him the cloaked figure of—


Miss Fanny Plumbe!


“Pray, Dr. Johnson,” she said statelily, “why do you hinder us? What have we done?”


“You have diddled your father, and all of us,” replied my companion sternly, “sending Bacon’s cypher to Jack Rice here with those letters you gave up so meekly—once you had the diamond that you might turn into journey-money.”


The chit’s composure was wonderful.


“Why, sir,” she owned with a smile, “you gave me a turn when you decyphered my last message by the hand of Sally; whom indeed, Mr. Boswell—” turning to me—“I no longer dared trust when she became so great with you. But confess, Dr. Johnson, my French held you off, after all, until I was able to convey a new cypher to Jack by the hand of the sailorman.”
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